BIG GAME PIER FISHING 
ON A SHOESTRING BUDGET: 
600 DAYS ON BOB HALL PIER 


BY NATHAN MARTINEZ 


In memory of Hannah Westall 


(1992 - 2019) 


in my darkest hour you were as bright as the sun 
you were courageous, honest and loving 
you gave me the strength to keep on going 
take to the sea and reach for the horizon 


| love you and miss you dearly 
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below to read more about Hannah: 


https://drive.proton.me/urls 
DWTZQROHG4#HVbzhthptXLW 
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Introduction 


I’m Nathan Martinez, probably most well-known for my 
appearances on Discovery Channel’s Naked and Afraid and Naked 
and Afraid XL. For most of my life, | have been driven to live closer 
to the land (and sea). | believe that we were designed for wilder 
lives, and that such a life is the healthiest path possible for our 


bodies and minds. 


on the Adriatic Sea. Right: fishing with my dad around age 4 


My connection to sea and the Gulf of Mexico runs very deep. My 
paternal grandfather’s side is the embodiment of centuries of 
unions between Spanish seafarers and the indigenous inhabitants 
of South Texas and Northern Mexico, as well as descendants of Juan 
Jose Balli and the Hinajosa clan, who once held claim to most of 
South Texas and Padre Island. My paternal grandmother’s side also 
lives on the sea (the Adriatic of Italy) and counted among them 
many merchant marines and fishermen. 


| fell in love with the Gulf on camping trips to the barrier islands as a 
child with my family, and later in life, would return to live there and 
eke out a living from the sea. | spent 5 years as a (mostly) solo 
commercial fisherman catching mullet by the millions with cast nets 
and running trotlines via kayak for black drum and stingrays. 


Running a trotline for black drum via kayak, 2018 


Entering the Corpus Christi harbor on my first sailboat, an 18 ft 
Laguna Windrose, in 2013 


| explored deep into the Oso, Nueces, Redfish and Corpus bays, 
Laguna Madre, and out into the open Gulf via sailboat and kayak. 
Ever since going to sea, | had always dreamed of catching some big 
keepers, but to do that would legally require lots of expensive gear 
(or so it first seemed!). 
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Left: sorting menhaden. Right: Part of a morning’s commercial 
catch of black drum 


One night | dipped my toes into my tentative first foray into shark 
fishing on Horace Caldwell Pier in Port Aransas, where | landed a 
little blacktip with a broken $20 Walmart rod and reel deal. On that 
same outing, | witnessed another fisherman hook up to a 7+ foot 
shark with a reel that looked like it cost $2000 or more. | had an 
inkling though that | could catch some big ones without a truckload 
of expensive gear — | regularly caught monster drum (which had to 
be released) and stingrays without reels on my trotlines after all. 


Eventually | made my way out onto one of the meccas of south 
Texas shark fishing: the T-head at the belated Bob Hall pier on 
Padre Island (sadly destroyed by hurricane Hanna in 2020) with a 
slightly better rod and reel (but still a spinning reel). The old-timers 
(who practically lived on the pier year-round) and the “hard-core” 
shark fishermen initially looked at me as if | was a clueless tourist. 
But | was there to stay, to observe, to learn, to innovate and to 
catch some really big ones, come hell or high water! 
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| kept at it with my spinning reels, occasionally landing huge “bull” 


reds (redfish) and sharks up to 4 feet long. But | still wanted to go 
bigger. | bought two ancient used Penn conventional reels on eBay 
and a couple of cheap but sturdy rods at H-E-B (the Texan’s grocery 
store). These would be the last rods and reels that | ever needed to 
buy. While getting used to my “new” antique reels, | put my 
commercial cast-netting experience to good use, providing both the 
inhabitants of the T-head and myself with plenty of fresh bait. 


Fish on! Note the large expensive reel to the far left of my Penn. 
My 820 reels and jury-rigged gear would often out-fish these 
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| really envied the courageous “yakkers” who risked life and limb to 
paddle baits 800 yards or more past the pier in huge swells. | took 
the sit-atop yellow Pelican kayak | used for trot-lining and gave it a 
go in the crashing surf. It was terrifying! But | persisted, practicing 
capsizing and re-entry over and over in the ferocious churn until | 
was confident enough to punch far out past the breakers. It was this 
final step that | think earned me a warm welcome and a real place 
on the pier. Many days, | would be the only person out running 
baits. | made great friends and even received free gear, food and 
money from strangers who were thankful for a yakked-out bait. 


The author yakking bait at Bob Hall Pier, 2018 


By day 600 on the pier, | had cobbled together my own arsenal of 
cheap but effective gear and techniques and was regularly landing 
monsters. I’m going to share that arsenal here so that y’all can get 
started without spending an arm and a leg! This little manual will 
focus on constructing and deploying 3 fishing systems in detail: the 
slide-line for kingfish and other top-feeders, a sliding bottom rig for 
sharks and redfish, and the fixed yakked-out bottom rig for the 
really big ones. 
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Bottom Rigs Cost Estimate (as of 2024) 


(for casting setup. For kayak deployment, rod and reel costs will be 
similar, but go with Penn 68 reel and Daiwa rod) 


ProCat Braided Line 500 yds 80 lbs S30 
Vintage Penn 65 Longbeach Reel $20 
Master 6000 11’ Rod S47 
Tip replacement with ceramic insert $10 
Spider Weights 4 — 8 oz (x 3) $18 
Non-stainless non-offset 16/0 circle hooks (10 pack) $15 
Stainless Steel Billfisher 4/0 barrel swivels (7 pack) $10 
Generic Stainless Steel 500 Ib Snap Swivels (20 pack) $20 
Weed Trimmer Line (125 ft, for leaders) $15 
Sharkbite Leader-Grabber $25 
TOTAL 210 
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Slide-Line Cost Estimate (as of 2024) 


ProCat Braided Line 500 yds 80 lbs S30 
Vintage Penn 65 Longbeach Reel $15 
Daiwa Beefstick 6’6” Rod S50 
Okuma Tundra 10’ Rod and Reel Combo S50 
Tip replacement with ceramic inserts (x 2) $20 
80 Ib mono 190 yds (Eagle Claw) $10 
Spider Weights 4 — 8 oz (x 2) $12 
#3 Stainless Steel Billfisher barrel swivels (14 pack) $3 
Sabiki rigs (for catching bait) $5 
Assorted treble hooks #2 — 1/0 (20 pack) $10 
Found 2 oz Egg sinkers SO 
Found spring wire & snaps SO 
AFW Coated Steel Cable, 90 Ibs 30 ft S7 
AFW 1mm Double Sleeves (20 pack) $3 
TOTAL 215 
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Gear 


Note: This is not a comprehensive overview of all the possible gear 
and brands (or even the best brands) that can be used for big game 
pier fishing. Rather, it is the gear that | have actually used, that was 
effective for me on an extremely low budget, and that | guarantee 
will be some of the cheapest gear with which you can reliably catch 
big fish! 


Spinning Reels 
Spinning reels are extremely easy to learn to cast and unlike 
conventional reels, are more forgiving to a beginner. The primary 
consideration for selecting a big-game spinning reel is that it can 
hold a lot of line — 2-3 hundred yards or more of 50 - 65 Ib braid. 


The Okuma Tundra rod/reel combo can provide a cheap but fairly 
versatile introduction into the world of big-game saltwater fishing. 
When first getting started, | used it to regularly land redfish up to 
around 45 lbs and sharks up to around 4 feet in length. 


While light line is recommended for the Tundra combo, | use 65 Ib 
braid on all of my saltwater spinning reels (except for those used as 
slide-line anchors, more on that later) and replace all of my rod tips 
with ones with ceramic inserts. We will investigate the reasons why 
further on as well. 


| also have an Okuma Avenger, which is a smaller, but much higher- 
quality reel than the Tundra. | primarily use it on shorter rods for 
catching bait fish, mackerel and bull reds. 
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Left: Tundra combo. Right: Avenger (approximately to scale) 


Conventional Reels 

Conventional reels are more difficult to learn how to cast, but can 
withstand much greater forces and hold far more line than spinning 
reels of a similar size. For my largest fish, | exclusively use vintage 
Penn reels (65 and 68 Longbeach) that cost me $15 to $30 each on 
eBay. | have about 600 yards of 65lb braid (Power Pro) on my 68, 
along with around 100 yards of 100 Ib mono. This is more than 
adequate for drops of 300 yards or so beyond the end of the pier, 
and plenty in reserve to handle big runs from sharks up to about 7 
feet in length. 


While there are numerous other larger Penn reels that can hold 
even more line, | have found that reels close in size to the Penn 68 
are more than adequate to easily reel in everything from kingfish to 
7 foot hammerhead sharks. 
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Left: Penn 68. Right: Penn 65, approximately to scale 


For reels the size of a Penn 68 or larger, a reel clamp is desirable to 
prevent the wide reel from wiggling back and forth on the rod and 
working its way loose. 
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While the Penn 68 can be used for casting, | use it almost 
exclusively for yakked out baits. | use the 65 for slide-lines and 
casting. There is a fairly steep learning curve to getting the hang of 
casting the 65. It requires a great deal of finesse and timing (and a 
heavier weight helps). The primary quandary that one wishes to 
avoid is “bird-nesting,” when the spindle keeps spinning after the 
bait hits the water. To avoid this, a moistened thumb can be used to 
“feather” the cast by applying just the lightest pressure on the edge 
of the spinning spool as the line flies out, then clamping down hard 
the instant the load hits the water. 


Most vintage Penn reels feature a clicker, release lever and star 
drag on the sides of the reel. The clicker should always be turned 
OFF immediately after it sounds and should never be left in the ON 
position while casting or 
running out bait. The lever 
should only be set in the FREE 
position when casting or 
yakking out bait (with a 
thumb on the spindle at all | 
times). Drags on all reels 


clicker > ° 


should never be fully loose. 
They also should never be 
fully tightened until just 
before the fish is to be 
landed, as a sudden run could 


break the line or otherwise damage the reel or rod. These 
conventional reels also feature numerous nipple-like lubrication 
ports and should be regularly oiled after drying out. 


It is also important to guide the line evenly back and forth across 
the spindle with a thumb when reeling in line (more modern 
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conventional reels sometimes have automatic line guides, 
eliminating this step). Otherwise, the line will pile up, perhaps even 
wedging against the support bars and preventing any further 
reeling. 


Rods 
The primary consideration for big game pier rods is that they be 
relatively stiff to effectively cast large baits and/or maintain control 
of a thrashing fish as it nears the pier. If the rods are also somewhat 
on the longer side (around 7 to 10 feet or so), this also helps with 
keeping the fish out and away from pilings just prior to landing. 
Longer rods also provide more catapult-like leverage for casting, 


provided that one is strong enough. 


Setting down my Okuma Tundra combo, used as an anchor for 
slide-lining. One of my Daiwa rods is in the rod holder zip-tied to 
the railing, and my Master 6000 is behind my brother. After re- 
baiting my slide-line, | will place the Okuma in a hole atop the pier 
railing to maximize the zip-line effect. 
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While we will get to the “why” later, again, | spool all but my slide- 
line anchor reel with 65 - 80 Ib braid. Some of the rods we will look 
at below are tipped with all-metal rod guides. Braided line, 
especially braided line with sandy grit on it, will cut right through 
these tips eventually, which will damage the line as well. Therefore, 
| highly recommend replacing all-metal rod tips with ones that 
contain ceramic inserts that can be purchased for a few bucks. The 
tip can be heated with a blow-dryer, then the new tip can be glued 
on with hot-glue. Many tackle shops also offer low-cost tip 


replacement services. 


As for the Okuma Tundra combo, the accompanying 2-piece rod is 
initially fairly sturdy and good for introductory purposes. However, 
the guide supports are thin and prone to rapid rusting and the rod is 
questionable for fish over 4 feet or so in length. However, due to its 
length and low cost, the combo is a perfect cheap option for the 
“anchor” rod for slide-lining. For this purpose, | spool the reel with 
50 to 80 lb mono. 


| also own and use a Master Blackfinn 21 series 7 ft rod. This rod 
has excellent quality for its cost, and even though it is quite thin, it 
is stiff and sturdy — it can bend to an incredible degree without 
breaking under the weight of a big fish. | use it both with the Penn 
65 reel for kingfish slide-lining and trolling, and with a small 
spinning reel for catching bait, mackerel and pampano with sabiki 
rigs and spoons. 
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My go-to rods for the big boys though are the Daiwa Beefsticks in 2 
lengths and a Master 6000 11 ft rod. The shorter Daiwa | use with 
my Penn 68 for yakking out baits and at times with the 65 for 
kingfish. The longer Daiwa (and the Master) | use with either a 68 
for yakked baits or with the 65 for casting. The heavy “beef” sticks 
live up to their name and are cheaper than their close relatives, the 
“Ugly” sticks. | have reeled in most of my largest pier-caught fish 
with these rods. 


Saltwater and Oil 
Saltwater is death to metal rod guides and 
reels. In order to keep the budget low, it as 
absolutely essential to thoroughly rinse rods 
and reels with fresh water at the end of each [im T 
fishing day, allow them to quickly dry, and Garcia 
keep all the moving parts well-oiled. If (iggistediifele 


OIL 
possible, store the rods indoors away from 
loz. + 29.57 mi 
humidity, grit and direct sunlight. rmesteperncen 


Line 
Now to the why of heavy braid! Mono stretches — a LOT, especially 
when hundreds of yards of it are out with yakked baits. In addition, 
| almost exclusively use circle hooks (which are often the only legal 
hooks for sharks). These hooks will set themselves as long as they 
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are sharp and there is steady, firm pressure on the line, which is 
easier to maintain with braid. 


Furthermore, for baits that are cast out or slide-lined, the fish is 
often brought close to the pier without the ultra-long yakked leader 
to control it. This is the main reason that | use 65-80 Ib braid or at 
least 80 lb mono on all of my saltwater reels. Many big fish could be 
hooked and reeled in on much lighter line, only for it to break or be 
severed on a piling barnacle as one attempts to land them. 


However, on most of my reels, | begin spooling with a few yards of 
50 lb mono. The reason for this is that because the mono stretches, 
it will “bite” down better onto the spindle or spool. If | spooled 
them solely with braid, the braid could slip, especially if there is a 
lot of line out. | then join that short length of mono to braid, and 
spool around 90% of the reel with it. Then, for yakked baits only, | 
join the braid to a final length of 80 or 100 Ib mono, perhaps 50 to 
100 yards. The reason for this is that on long bait drops, the line will 
sit much flatter, perhaps making contact with sandbars covered in 
sharp shells near the leader. The final length of mono is more 
resistant to abrasion than is the braid. 


As far as brands, Eagle Claw NO MATTER WHAT 
mono is cheap and will do the 
job. For braid, PowerPro will last 
a long time, but is quite 
expensive. It is a good idea to 
look for off-brands and _ test 
them. | discovered a brand called 
Pro Cat at Academy (a _ local 
sporting goods outlet) marketed 


to big catfish enthusiasts and 
located in the catfish aisle. It turns out this stuff is every bit as 
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strong as the more expensive braid, but costs half the price. Its 
downsides are that it is a little softer, a little thicker, and is covered 
in a powdery neon-green substance, which wears off over time. 
However, it is very easy to cast, and because it is so cheap, | now 
spool most of my reels with it (whenever | can find it in 500 yard 
packs). 


Finally, when initially spooling a reel, it is important to keep the line 
tight. Otherwise, loose loops of line on the reel spool can roll and 
twist past each other, creating quite a jam, perhaps not noticed 
until a big fish makes a big run. To prevent this, have another 
person place tension on the line spool as you reel in, or place the 
line spool on an upright peg, using a small weight or your foot to 
maintain friction. 


popbbanasee®” 


apypppeDeenbhnbes™ 


Double fisherman’s knot used for joining two lengths of line. For 
thin braid, | usually make 3 or 4 wraps on each side instead of just 
2. 
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Fight Belt? 
In all my time fishing, | only ever used a fight belt once, and never 
used a harness. For fish under 7 ft in length or so, | would say it is 
never necessary, except for smaller people. However (and again, we 
will cover more on the fight later), fighting a big fish entails placing 
a lot of pressure from the butt of the rod on a thigh or near the 
groin, so a bit of padding never hurts! A cheaper idea might be to 
have a sliced foam noodle handy to slip over the lower portion of 
the rod (or some other creative solution). 


One thing to know about fight belts is that they often have a metal 
pin running horizontally through the plastic cup into which the butt 
of the rod is placed. This pin is designed to nest into a reinforced 
slot found on the butts of higher-end fishing rods, so it should be 
removed for use with rods that are not equipped with this slot. 


Cart 
Especially if one is fishing alone and/or fishing all day, a small cart is 
useful to transport gear to the end of the pier. | used a small cheap 
wire-frame cart to transport my gear (3 rods, cast net, bucket, a 
chair, leaders & weights, raincoat, and an umbrella for the hottest 
days). PVC pipes can be attached to the wire frame with heavy zip- 
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ties or pipe clamps to hold rods. | also towed behind me a small 
wheeled ice chest to keep bait and drinks fresh and cold. 


I’ve seen all kinds of carts used on the pier though — everything 
from full-size shopping carts and modded coolers, to home-welded 
Mad Max contraptions bristling with PVC rod-holders! 


Left: a Mad Max pier cart. Right: my tiny fold-able wire-frame cart 
in the background. Below: the wire-frame cart collapsed (about 
$30 at Walmart) 
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Rig Components 


Beads 

Small plastic beads about the size of a pea are useful for cushioning 
and “stopping” various parts of rigs. They are pretty much 
mandatory for bottom sliding rigs and slide-lines. They can be 
purchased in bulk very cheaply, but | obtain most of mine by 
scavenging discarded rigs on or around the pier. For use with thick 
shark leaders, | sometimes very carefully drill the holes to be a little 
wider if they are too narrow for the leader to pass smoothly 
through. 


Swivels 
Swivels are a critical item one should not skimp on, as a broken or 


jammed swivel will result in a lost fish. The swivels for shark fishing 
should be able to hold twice the weight or more of the target shark, 
and have rings as thick as possible both to reduce stress on the 
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leader bend and perhaps allow the leader to be snagged by a 
leader-grabber (more on this later). | use stainless steel Billfisher 
barrel swivels of 100 to 750 Ib test. I’ve also used some super 
heavy-duty brass barrel swivels that | scavenged from discarded 
gear, but these are more prone to corrosion and failure. 


Pritt. 


Snaps 

Snaps are used for both bottom rigs and slide-lines. They are sold 
both with and without swivels. | recommend either buying ones 
with swivels, or adding swivels, as swivels are vital to prevent line 
twist and lost fish. Again, | prefer the reliable Billfisher brand and 
use the heaviest test weight snaps that | can afford for bottom rigs. 
However, because slide-line toggles only need to support the 
weight of the bait, | often use scavenged cheap snaps for them. 


Hooks 
Ever since getting into commercial fishing, | have preferred circle 
hooks for most fishing with cut bait. Circle hooks are self-setting if 
they are sharp, result in a much higher survival rate for released 
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fish, and because they almost always hook the fish in the jaw area, 
they are both easier to remove and prevent fish with sharp teeth 
from severing mono leaders. 


Before they were also made illegal, | preferred stainless steel offset 
circle hooks, since they stay sharp for a long time and the offset 
results in a higher hook-up rate. For shark fishing in Texas now, all 
hooks must be NON-offset and NON-stainless circles. 


The smallest size circle hook | would use for both sharks and bull 
reds is 16/0, pronounced “sixteen aught,” (though hooks made by 
different manufacturers may be slightly larger or smaller). Larger 
hook sizes will prevent many (but not all) bait-stealers from getting 
hooked, allowing the bait to stay out longer. Gaftop catfish though 
can open their mouths quite wide and may be caught on hooks 
even up to 20/0. It is extremely rare to get hardhead catfish on 
hooks over 16/0, but | have had one or two hook themselves in 
strange ways! 


| have used a huge number of 
brands of circle hooks for big 
game fish and don’t have a 
brand preference. However, it 
is best to avoid thinner wire 
hooks (like Eagle Claw Circle 
Sea) which may straighten out 
or break if you try to land a 
larger fish by pulling up via the 
leader. Instead | almost 
exclusively use stouter hooks 
that are designed for 


commercial tuna fishing, such 
as EAGLE CLAW 2048M circle hooks, which can be bought in bulk 
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from commercial fishing gear suppliers (such as Hi-Liner) for less 
than a dollar each. 


| did use large J hooks for whole baits (blue runner, large mullet, 
etc) with some success prior to Texas making them illegal for 
sharks. Due to the new regulations, | no longer use J hooks for any 
big game fishing aside from kingfish trolling. 


| exclusively use fairly small treble hooks on slide-lines (as do most 
other slide-liners) since the target kingfish are very fast with 
excellent vision and tough narrow jaws. 


To catch bait fish (with rod and reel) | go either with pre-assembled 
sabikis (more on these later), spoons with treble hooks (for skipjack) 
or 1/0 to 3/0 Gamakatsu Octopus Circle Offset or Eagle Claw L197 
Circle Sea (also offset) hooks on multi-drop rigs. 


| 
J 


} 


Left: Gamakatsu, right: Eagle Claw 


Regardless of what kind of hooks you use, they should all be kept 
extremely sharp. | use a small rat-tail file and/or diamond 
sharpeners for the larger more expensive hooks, but usually just 
replace smaller cheap hooks if they get even the slightest bit dull. 
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Leader Material 
The leader material should have several properties: 


¢ Resistance to abrasion 
e Resistance to sharp teeth 
e Resistance to kinking 


¢ Able to handle the full weight of a thrashing fish when 
pulled completely out of the water. 


¢ Longer than the length of the shark (if used for sharks) 


First, the leader should preferably be longer than the targeted shark 
so that the main fishing line does not either become wrapped 
around the shark’s tail (making it extremely difficult to reel in) or 
allow the shark to abrade through the main fishing line with its 
sand-paper like skin. 


At first thought, steel cable seems to be an ideal choice. In fact, 
many sharks are indeed caught on steel cable. However, steel cable 
is expensive, requires more tools to work with, and most 
importantly, can be detected by the electrical sensory systems of 
wary sharks. Finally, in the case that a hook cannot be removed 
quickly from a shark that one intends to release, it is much easier to 
clip away a mono leader than steel! 


While | initially used steel cable for my leaders, after more than a 
few leaders lost due to catching on underwater obstructions 
(perhaps at a $10 to $20 loss for each one), | switched to using 
weed trimmer line. Yep, you read that right! Certain kinds of heavy 
duty trimmer line not only meet the above criteria, but are cheap 
and less detectable to sharks. While | have had visible damage to 
my trimmer line leaders from sharks’ teeth, | never had a shark cut 
all the way through one. And, my catch rate increased! 
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a bare stainless and coated steel leader from my collection. They 
do catch sharks, but are expensive to make (these were gifts) 


However, there are 
commercially available 
mono-filament (300+ Ib) 
options that are designed 
for fishermen. | bought 
heavy LP Primeline in bulk 
for commercial fishing and 
used this for a few of my 
non-commercial — leaders. 
The price and quality can 
be comparable to or even 
better than using weed 


trimmer line. However, 
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when one takes into account the cost of shipping or driving to a 
remote tackle store, the weed trimmer line can seem quite 
competitive! 


Finally, | do continue to use thin steel crimped cable leaders (made 
from AFW 90 - 135 Ib nylon coated stainless wire), but only in 
conjunction with slide-lines targeting kingfish. 
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Knots vs Sleeves 

Lots of successful shark fishermen use metal crimped sleeves on 
leaders and catch plenty of sharks. | started out using sleeves, since 
that was what everyone else seemed to be doing. However, it was 
yet another expense and also resulted in more than a few lost 
leaders and fish. While | never lost a fish to a sleeve slip, | did have 
leaders become wrapped around the line or themselves, where the 
sharp edges of the sleeves sliced through the entangled braid. 
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Again, sleeves are also made of metal and may be detectable by 
wary sharks. Therefore, | applied the same drop-making techniques 
from trot-lining and long-lining to my leaders — for all but slide lines, 
| used simple knots (double slip knot & snell knot) to attach hooks 
and swivels. To prevent the tail of the knot from hanging up on the 
spider weight arms or underwater obstructions, | borrowed a 
technique from sailing: “whipping” the tails and applying a few 
drops of epoxy. | now make all of my bottom rig leaders this way. 


Ultimately, it boils down to personal preference and a willingness to 
spend a little more time to save a little more money on crimping 
tools and sleeves. 


Leader secured to swivel with double slip knot. The leader tail is 


whipped with epoxy reinforced braid. 


Weights 
Standard pyramid weights are unsuitable for the kind of fishing 
described in this book. On a crowded pier, where rods may be 
spaced only a foot apart, it is vital to keep the line exactly where 
you want it as long as possible. Therefore, the weight must act like 
an anchor that can withstand the extreme forces of wind, waves, 
tide and sometimes seaweed. 


For this reason, | exclusively use large “spider” surf weights, which 
consist of a 4 to 16 oz lead weight through which protrude 4 long, 
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stiff metal legs. The legs must be bent into shape prior to use, and 
often re-bent after each retrieval. In the long run, one might be able 
to save money by making their own, particularly if fishing in an area 


with many underwater obstructions. 


Left: New spider weights. Right: after legs are bent to shape 


After the spider weight is cast out or dropped by kayak, it will 
eventually set itself. However, it might roll around a bit on the 
bottom if the tide is moving, so one can “set” it by leaning over the 
pier railing, dipping the rod down towards the water, and gently 
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jerking it backwards a few times. Once it is set, the drag can be 
tightened and reel cranked down until the rod tip just bends over. 


These weights are used not only for bottom rigs, but also for 
anchoring the line in “slide-lining” (more on that later). 


As with a boat anchor, the more “scope” that is out, the more 
holding power the weight will have. This also means however that it 
will be more difficult to break it free. To retrieve a stubborn weight, 
tighten the drag all the way, point the rod dead in the direction of 
the weight so that no force is on the rod itself, then walk straight 
backwards. As soon as you feel the tension free, lift the rod vertical 
and reel in as quickly as possible to prevent the weight from re- 
setting. 


If this does not cause the weight arms to bend and come loose, 
then little else will, other than applying a lifting force above the 
weight via boat, etc. At this point, it is better to keep walking back 
and hope to salvage as much line as possible (if all goes well, the 
line should break at the first knot, as all knots weaken a line 
somewhat). 
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Rigs 


Fixed Bottom Rig 

The fixed bottom rig is very simple to make and very effective. | use 
it for most of my bottom fishing systems, whether deployed by 
kayak or casting. The rig consists of a length of heavy thick mono 
leader with a swivel on one end and a large circle hook on the 
other. A second length of leader has a heavy swivel on the rod-ward 
side and a heavy snap swivel on the other side. Both the spider 
weight and segment with the hook are then connected via this 
snap. For casting, | make the full length of both connected pieces 4 
to 6 ft long. For kayaking, | make the rod-ward section 10 to 20 ft 
long or so. 


10 - 20 ft 2-Aft 


After the bottom rig is deployed, the line can be tightened up until 
the rod bends over. The drag should be loose enough though so 
that you can still pull line without straining yourself. 


Sliding Bottom Rig 
Most of the time, if fish are around, the simple fixed bottom rig is 
more than sufficient. However, if your bait is getting picked up and 
dropped a lot by wary fish, a rig that is not locked down hard can be 
more effective (a variation of this rig is called the “fish finder). 
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The sliding rig is similar to the fixed bottom rig with one big 
difference: the weight is connected to a single length of leader via a 
snap swivel that can slide along part of its length. In conjunction 
with a loose reel drag, this allows the fish to pick up the bait and 
move freely for longer without feeling any resistance. 


The sliding swivel is threaded onto the leader after tying on the 
hook, and is typically cushioned with 1 or more plastic beads on 
either side of it. In order to prevent the hook from drifting onto and 
getting tangled in the spider weight, a “stopper”, either a knot or 
sleeve, is added 2 — 4 feet between the hook and first bead. In lieu 
of a stopper, a more complex rig variant involves using a rig 
identical to the fixed bottom rig, but with the sliding spider weight 
placed on the rod-ward leader segment. 


Slide-Line Rig 
My slide-line rig consists of two separate pieces: an upside-down 
“Y”-shaped wire leader (sometimes called a “trace”) terminating in 
two treble hooks, and a separate weighted toggle (also referred to 
as a “slide” or “clip”). 


The leader is made from 3 pieces of very thin wire cable: the upper 
segment is around 3 to 5 ft in length, and the lower segments less 
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than a foot (add a few inches to your estimate to facilitate bending 
and crimping). The leader also requires 2 - 3 swivels (which can be 
identical, though | tend to use larger swivels on the upper to 
facilitate the use of a leader-grabber if required). The long portion is 
connected to the two short portions with a bend passed through a 
swivel and securely crimped. The terminal ends of these shorter 
legs are then finished off with treble hooks, would could be 
different sizes, but are usually identical. 


to anchor rod to rod 2 


The toggle “legs” are made from a single piece of thin spring wire 
folded in half. The two legs must be able to simultaneously pass 
through the leader swivel with ease. After folding the wire in half, 
pass both legs through a bead and cinch it up to the bend. In 
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between the bend and the bead, connect a snap. Run an egg weight 
(1 — 3 oz or so) over the legs, then one more bead, and finally a 
sleeve. 


Lower slide-line leader traces on single swivel 
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Top left: complete slide-line leader, coiled for storage. Bottom 


right: toggle with upper leader swivel hung on spring legs. The 
fighting rod line should be attached to the swivel hanging on the 
legs 
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Bait Deployment 


Casting 
Casting is the simplest and cheapest option to deploy bait. 
However, there are several casting considerations unique to pier 
fishing with heavy bait, heavy weights and long leaders that might 
be unfamiliar to the reader. 


First, it is very difficult to cast a 5 or 6 ft leader that hangs freely. To 
shorten the leader temporarily, The bait can be hung on a spider 
weight leg via the hook eye, greatly shortening the hanging portion 
of the leader. The bait should fly free during the cast. If it does not, 
it almost certainly will when it hits the water. 


Second, the cast will require a great deal of power. To achieve 
maximum force, the cast can emulate the action of a trebuchet (a 
medieval catapult-like device). Extend the rod over the backside of 
the pier so that the bait and leader hang. Swing the bait out away 
from the backside of the pier, then dip the rod tip down, which will 
swing the leader under the pier. A second later, go for the cast. This 
motion results in the bait following a huge spiral arc, which can 
accelerate it to enormous speeds. 
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Overhead casting with a comparison of the function of an actual 
trebuchet. Note the bait hung on the spider weight via the hook 
eye 


Finally, the ends of piers can be extremely crowded with rods 
spaced as little as a foot or two apart! It takes plenty of practice and 
politeness to squeeze a line in on many days. For beginners, | 
recommend getting out on the pier as early as possible on a week 
day (perhaps around 4 am) to avoid the crowds (or practice on the 
beach). 


Practice casting over you own lines. After the cast move the rod left 
or right, weaving over or under your own lines if necessary so that 
there is no overlap. Sometimes its hard to tell visually if lines are 
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crossed, and it can help to jerk the rod gently or pull on your line 
and see if it results in any movement on previously cast lines. 
Ideally the line should run straight out from the rod and square with 
the pier, unless you are on a corner or there are strong cross- 
currents. 


Slide-lining 

Slide-lining is a specialized and highly effective technique for 
catching fish that prefer to feed on live bait near the surface. It 
requires 2 rods: the reel on the first is generally spooled with mono 
(though | have seen a few people use braid successfully), the end of 
which is attached directly to a sturdy spider weight. This rod should 
be as long and stiff as possible. The weight is then cast out as far as 
possible. The mono will form a kind of “zip-line,” using gravity to 
feed out the leader and main fishing line via the second (preferably 
shorter) rod. | will refer to the first line as the “anchor” line. This 
method is greatly superior to using floats for pier fishing, as the bait 
can be kept just below the surface and will not drift back under the 
pier or through other fishermen’s lines. 
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After setting the anchor line, a small egg weight with a doubled- 
over spring wire running through it is connected to the leader on 
the second rod by passing the protruding wire legs through the 
swivel. This toggle is then attached to the mono anchor line by 
means of a snap swivel that is connected to the egg weight by the 
protruding wire loop. The anchor rod is then placed as high as 
possible (such as in a railing hole) and the drag and reel tightened 
taut so that gravity can do its work. If the toggle gets stuck while 
sliding down the anchor line, it can help to shake the anchor rod 
back and forth a bit. 


Line is then fed out from the second rod until the bait is just below 
the water. In large swells, the anchor line can be slacked a little so 
that the bait does not hang in the air in the troughs between waves. 
When a fish takes the bait, the leader pops off the toggle, allowing 
you to fight and reel in the fish. The small egg weight slides down to 
the anchor and can be recovered when you are finished slide-lining 
for the day. You can continue placing more egg weights on the 
anchor line for more attempts, but be aware that the more they are 
hit by fish and pile up on the anchor, the harder it will be to 
retrieve. 
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Deploying bait via kayak (also known as “yakking” or “running” bait) 
is a very effective but quite risky way to deploy bait. However, it has 
some major advantages over casting: 


¢ Baits can be deployed that are far too large to cast (such as 
whole horse mullet, stingrays, skipjack or jack crevalle) 


¢ Baits can be deployed into much deeper, cooler (or warmer) 
water 


¢ Baits can be deployed into precise distant spots, such as a 
trough or “gut” between sandbars 


¢ Baits can be deployed at different precise distances and 
angles, allowing numerous lines to be run out with less 
chance of entanglement 


¢ Leaders can be long and strong enough to simply haul the 
fish onto the pier without rope gaffs, nets or a leader- 
grabber 
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Kayaking bait beyond the breakers is a very dangerous undertaking, 
though considerably safer than what the old-timers used to do 
(swimming it out with life-jackets, on surfboards or inner tubes!). 
There is a high possibility for serious injury, drowning and death, so 
one must be fully prepared physically and mentally to face these 
dangers. 


The worst wound | suffered while yakking bait: after capsizing, the 
paddle tether wrapped around my leg, then | was hit by a huge 
breaker, which threw the kayak forward with great force 


Among the many dangers are: 
¢ Getting knocked unconscious by the kayak in breaking waves 
* Capsizing the kayak and being unable to right or re-enter it 
* Being caught in a rip tide and pulled out to sea 


¢ Getting a limb caught in the paddle tether in breaking waves 
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* Getting caught in fishing line or impaled by hooks 


* Having an artery severed by heavy braid, which can cut 
through flesh like a bandsaw if taut 


* Getting smashed into barnacle and oyster-encrusted pilings 
¢ Dehydration 
¢ Exhaustion 


A standard sit-in kayak should never be used for running out baits in 
the open ocean on anything other than dead calm seas, and even 
this is taking a huge risk, since tidal and wave conditions can rapidly 
change. Most of the other yakkers | observed at the pier used short, 
broad sit-atop kayaks with high rounded sides similar to the Frenzy, 
which costs about $500 new at this time. 


| already had a sit-atop kayak, a sleek 10 ft Pelican that cost about 
$250 new, and could not afford to buy another one. Unlike most 
kayaks designed for the ocean, mine does not feature a fin-like keel. 
This means that it is very maneuverable but also very difficult to 
keep it tracking straight when dealing with big breaking waves, 
especially on the paddle back to shore. While | rarely capsize on the 
way out, it is quite common to capsize on the way back! 


9 ft Frenzy 
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It is very important to check that any holes leading into the internal 
body (not the scupper drains!) are plugged prior going out. Once, | 
let another person borrow my kayak to run a bait out, and he forgot 
to insert the locking plug into the internal drain hole. On the paddle 
back, the kayak was sinking as the surf washed over it. | tried yelling 
to him from atop the pier to plug the hole, but with the sound of 
the waves, | don’t think he heard me. Thinking only to save my 
precious kayak, | jumped off the pier, swam to him and plugged the 
hole, which was a pretty stupid thing to do, since | could have 
landed on a shallow sandbar and broken my legs. 


Even if the drain hole is plugged, water can enter the internal body 
through riveted or screwed-on hardware, though at a much lower 
rate. It is a good idea to seal all deck hardware as much as possible, 
and if water does enter the kayak, to drain it on each trip back to 
shore. 


Prior to attempting to yak a bait out beyond the breakers, it is 
extremely important to develop confidence and the ability to re- 
enter in breaking waves of a given height, and to give yourself a 
firm rule that you will not go out if the waves are above that height. 


Every morning before going out, | would check the predicted 
average wave height on a website called “Windfinder.” Always 
double the height, since you will often encounter waves twice as 
high as the average. When | first started, | would only go out if the 
prediction was for 1.5 feet, which meant | would have to punch 
through or wait for the occasional 3 ft breaker. After a year or so, | 
was comfortable going out with predictions of 4 ft, which meant 
that | would have to hang back for the occasional 8 ft breaker 
(which will definitely capsize you and possibly seriously injure you if 
you try to punch through it). 
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Here is a list of tips and observations to consider when ocean 


kayaking that | have learned over the years: 


If there are strong cross-currents or cross-winds, kayak out 
on the down-current side of the pier so that you are not 
pushed into the pilings or fishing lines. Once you reach the 
end of the pier and are ready to run out the bait though, 
reverse this rule and angle far into the wind or current to 
keep the line running straight out after the drop. 


Pick a set of landmarks both behind and in front of you if 
possible to maintain your angle of travel. Sometimes you are 
so focused on big breakers that you may become 
disoriented otherwise. 


Keep the paddle in the water as much as possible to 
maintain control. Never stop paddling until you pass the last 
breaker. 


Hang back if you see a huge breaker by paddling very slowly, 
then after it breaks, paddle as fast as possible to pass the 
sandbar that generates it. 


Look for low points in a breaker and aim for them 


If your kayak fills with water from a breaker, but you don’t 
capsize, don’t panic — keep paddling forward into the waves 
and lean back to raise the bow. It will drain through the 
scuppers. 


For large waves that are not breaking, paddle up and down 
them at diagonal angles rather than directly head-on, as 
speeding straight down the backside of a wave will not only 
be jolting, but will drive your bow underwater. 
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The return to shore is often far more dangerous, since a 
large breaker can overtake you from behind. Therefore, try 
to glance behind you occasionally. 


It is better to capsize sideways than pitch-pole end over end. 
If you can’t outrun a huge breaker behind you, it is better to 
turn and fall out on the breaker-side of the kayak so the 
wave doesn’t smash the kayak into your head. 


Try to catch and surf the waves by increasing or decreasing 
paddling speed so that the wave hits your stern just before it 
breaks. If you can catch a wave, lean your body far back and 
stretch your paddle far back and out to the side, using it as 
both a rudder and outrigger to maintain balance and 
steering. 


Don’t surf straight down the direction of the wave — it can 
drive the bow of your kayak into the water at high speed, 
catapulting you into the air and the kayak onto your head. 
Rather, surf diagonally to the wave. 


Sometimes if breakers are coming in a fast series, the only 
viable way back to shore may be turning around, facing into 
the waves, and slowly letting them push you backwards to 
shore. 


If the wind and tide are going in opposite directions, this can 
result in huge and extremely dangerous rolling breakers. 
Avoid these times at all costs! 


ALWAYS wear your life jacket and tether your paddle 
securely to the kayak! 


Wear a surfing-style wet-suit if the water or air is at all cold. 
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* Take a bottle of drinking water secured to your kayak, or 
have partners on the pier toss/lower you drinks if you are 
going to be out for more than an hour or so. 


* Carry a well-sheathed, short diving-style knife to cut away 
any line that might entangle you. 


After getting plenty of experience with righting, re-entry and surf 
kayaking, it’s time to give-it-a-go running bait. The bait and weight 
should be secured to the kayak in such a way that they will quickly 
fall away should the kayak capsize. For heavy baits, one can merely 
place them (and the weights) in the depressed storage area behind 
the seat of many kayaks (though they may wash out if waves brake 
over you). 


| have a small stainless steel carabiner attached to one of my 
kayak’s gear webbing hooks in arm’s reach just behind my seat (I 
removed the webbing itself to prevent entanglement). After placing 
the bait on the rear storage depression, | run one of the spider 
weight legs through this carabiner (you could also use a solid metal 
ring, etc.) and bend the leg just a hair. 


At first, it can be difficult to gauge both the angle and distance of 
the bait drop. Eventually, with lots of experience, you can come to 
estimate both fairly well by looking back at the pier and/or at 
seaward landmarks (like oil rigs / gas platforms, the sun). For 
beginners, it is a good idea to have some sort of communication 
with the people back on the pier, whether that be through a system 
of waving arms or radio. After dropping the bait, | hold my paddle 
upright as high as possible so that my pier companions know it is 
time to to tighten down the drag and reel in slack. 
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Bait 


To stay on that shoestring budget, it really helps to not spend 
money on bait! Furthermore, contrary to a widely held notion, 
super fresh, bloody bait tends to catch far more sharks than old 
stinky stuff. Finally, for slide-lines, the bait needs to be alive and 
lively. 


| worked in the live bait business for many years in every capacity, 
from catching and transporting bait, to maintaining them in tanks at 
bait shops, to making the final sales to customers. Bait shacks keep 
the fish in very unnatural conditions (though some do a much 
better job than others). Live bait or fresh cut-bait you caught 
yourself a few minutes ago will almost always out-fish something 
that has been wasting away in an over-crowded tank for days or 
sitting in a freezer for months. 


Therefore, to catch your own bait easily, | highly recommend 
learning to use either sabiki rigs or a cast-net, or better yet, both! 
To get started, sabikis are the cheapest and easiest option, costing 
just a few bucks each at most. In the long run though, obtaining and 
learning to throw a cast-net is an investment with massive returns, 
as you will be able to catch bait en masse and target bait like mullet 
that don’t really go for bait or lures themselves. 
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Sabiki 
Sabiki rigs consist of lengths of mono of 3 to 6 X 
ft or so to which are tied numerous small fly- 
like lures. To the target fish, the string of lures 
resembles a school of small fry or shrimp. To ~ 
use them, simply attach one end to your 
fishing line (via a swivel) and the other end toa 


weight of 1 to 3 oz. Drop the line straight down ° 2 
from the pier, then simply jerk your rod up and 
down at quick intervals with the flick of a wrist. al 
Try varying the speed of the jerks and depth of 
the drop until you start getting hit. Don’t reel > 
in at the first hit or try to set the hooks. Just = 
keep jerking for a bit longer. Sometimes every 
hook will have a fish on it! on 
all 
+ 


Though not legal in Texas, other states allow 
the use of Spanish mackerel for bait. These and 
other bigger toothier bait fish can be easily 
targeted with specialized sabiki-style rigs that ; 
use longer shanked hooks, branch-lines ry 
protected by rubber tubes, or both. 


While many people discard their sabiki rigs after a single day’s use, 
to stay on budget, try to re-use them if possible (especially the 
more expensive mackerel rigs). To prevent entanglement, insert all 
of the hooks into a small piece of foam or styrofoam after rinsing 
with freshwater. 
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Jigs and Spoons 

| primarily use these for catching skipjack (which we will look at 
more further on). Due to the often high winds on the Texas coast, | 
prefer these to be 2 — 3 oz in weight and about 2 + inches in length. 
They are most effective with a terminal treble hook. Many models 
will corrode fast, reducing their shininess and rendering them far 
less effective. They can be a little expensive ($3 - $10 or so), and it is 
a good idea to rinse them with freshwater immediately after use. 


ad 
High-quality Luhr-Jensen jig and spoon 


Bottom Drop Rig 

While sabikis and jigs will be effective for predatory bait fish and 
cast-nets for shallow schooling fish, other bait fish are bottom 
feeders that can be hard to catch with either. For these fish, | use a 
rig that is conceptually similar to a sabiki, only the branch lures are 
replaced with tiny circle hooks baited with equally tiny pieces of cut 
bait, shrimp or “fish bite” squares. “Fish bites” are long strips of 
fiber mesh embedded in a scented and colored matrix of a tough 
gum-like attractant mixture. Unlike the sabiki however, this is a 
passive rig that is allowed to sink to to the bottom and left there 
until fish hit it. 


There are several ways to make one’s own bait-fishing drop rigs 
with 2 — 5 hooks on branch lines. The easiest way is to simply tie 
“butterfly” loop knots on a long section of 30 — 50 Ib mono, and 
attach the hooks onto these loops with twisted girth hitches. 
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Alternatively, each hook can be attached to the loops via short 
lengths of mono with a double slip knot on the loop side and a snell 
on the hook side. 


Another option is to attach the branches with 3-way swivels, or like 
a tiny trot-line with swivels, beads and stopper knots along the 
length of the leader. 


Whatever construction method is used, the drops should be far 
enough apart so that they can’t easily hook each other, and far 
enough from the end swivel for the same reason. | also usually go 
with a 2-3 oz pyramid weight on the terminal end, but might use a 
tiny spider if there are many lines on the bait-fishing side of the 
pier. 


Cast Net 
Buying and learning to use a cast net is probably one of the best 
investments for any would-be hard-core fisherman. When | first 
began fishing at the coast, | did so with an expensive 7 ft braid cast 
net. | still would recommend a braid cast net (if you can find them) 
but eventually switched to using the mono Betts Old Salt nets, just 
because commercial fishing resulted in such wear-and-tear that | 
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had to get a new net once a year (by which time the previous year’s 
net was a sagging heap of repairs). 


My trusty Old Salt 7 ft radius net and fish basket (Packery Channel 
boat ramp) 


| will not go into detail here about how to throw a large net, since it 
is a complicated action best learned by observation and practice. 
Like surf kayaking, cast-netting is a real skill that takes time to 
master. But, here are some helpful tips | have learned over the 
years: 


¢ For high piers, you will probably need to double the length 
of the handline, for which | use an old cast net handline 
secured by the loops with a girth hitch. 


¢ Spin your entire body 360 degrees to use centrifugal force to 
propel the net up and over the railing. 
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If your net gets caught on the bottom, don’t abandon it until 
you have exhausted all options of retrieval. Tie the handline 
to the railing, keeping it slack, and try to catch the net near 
its center with a large weighted treble hook. 


Use cheap (~$10) polarized sun glasses to spot schools of 
fish below the surface. 


Like shooting skeet, aim in front of the school, but throw the 
net so that it comes from behind the school so they don’t 
see it coming. 


Let the net sink to near the bottom if you cant see anything 
— you will often get lucky! 


Mend the net after every outing with a small shuttle or “net- 
needle.” 


Empty the bait from your net into a “fish basket” rather than 
dumping them on the pier for waiting seagulls. 


Bait Bucket 


For slide-lining in particular, keeping a good supply of lively bait is 


paramount. During the best kingfish weather, the sun is scorching 


hot, and water holds increasingly less oxygen as it warms up. For 


this reason, when | worked catching and transporting live bait, | 


kept them in a large heavily insulated white ice chest oxygenated 


with a powerful 12-volt bilge-pump driven venturi jet aerator. 


On the pier though, | simply went with a simple cheap bait bucket 


lowered into the sea via a rope tied to the shore-ward pier railing. 


Most of the other fishermen did the same, but many had home- 


made buckets similar to the one on the next page. 
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Bait Species 
Note: the following species are considered nongame in Texas and 
have no bag or length limits as of 2024, with the exception of 
mullet, which has a maximum length limit of 12 inches from 
October through January, but no bag limit at any time. 


To stay on that budget, if you catch too much bait, you don’t have 
to spend money on dinner! Some nice blue runners and sand trout. 
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Mullet 

The western Gulf has 2 primary species of mullet: striped and white 
(also known as “silver”). Striped mullet can grow pretty large, but it 
is rare to catch a white mullet over a foot or so in length. The white 
mullet is better table fare for both humans and other fish, and 
when | have lines out with both, the whites tend to be hit first. 
Mullet feed on microscopic organisms, so it is extremely rare to 
catch one on a baited hook or lure. However, they are a schooling 
fish that is often found just below the surface, and they are easy 
targets for a cast net. 


Top: white mullet, bottom: striped mullet 


| often rig dead mullet (and most white ones) whole, running the 
hook through the mouth and up through the tough head and 
sometimes cutting off the tail to get some blood in the water. 


The especially large (“horse”) mullet can also be cut into numerous 
steaks 1 to 2 inches thick for cut bait. | have also used mullet heads 
with great success, hooked the same way as whole, but with the 
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head removed with a diagonal cut running from the throat to near 
the dorsal fin. 


Large finger or medium-size (“pony”) mullet are also superb live 
bait for slide-lines (with treble hooks just barely piercing the skin so 
they hang level) and can be used on bottom rigs live, though they 
often entangle themselves in the spider weight (longer leaders 
help). For bottom rigs, | hook the fish through the mouth and one of 
the tough gill plates, or near the tail, so that they will live longer. 


Skipjack 
Skipjack are also known as ladyfish or “poor man’s tarpon.” They 
resemble and are in fact relatives of tarpon. Like its big cousin, the 
skipjack will often attempt to jump out of the water and throw the 
hook. Although they can grow to over 3 ft in length, they are much 
lighter and easier to catch than tarpon and are most common to 
catch in the surf and between breaking waves. 


They are superb whole or cut bait for blacktip sharks and redfish. 
Their skin is extremely tough, but their flesh is also extremely soft, 
meaning that if there are lots of pin-perch or hard-heads around, 
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cut bait will not last long! If there are lots of bait-stealers about, | 
try to deploy them whole. Smaller ones can also be used live on 
slide-lines. 


While | have caught skipjack in my cast net in bulk, it can be hit-or- 
miss and they tangle it pretty badly. | therefore target them with 
mackerel sabikis or metal jigs/spinners, cast far out parallel to the 
surf and rapidly reeled in with big jerking motions. 


Menhaden 
Menhaden are some of the oiliest fish in the Gulf and a highly 
preferred bait for redfish, sharks and kingfish. They form huge 
dense schools, which can make the water look like it is boiling, 
particularly when the school is attacked from all directions by 
everything from rocketing dolphins and spinner sharks to diving 
pelicans. 


They are best caught with a cast net, though may be occasionally 
taken with a sabiki. They are distinguished from the inferior bait 
known on the pier as “shit shad” or “watermelon shad” by their 
larger size and prominent black dot behind the gill. Menhaden have 
soft skin, and are thus best deployed whole or live. 
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Bumper Shad 


This Atlantic bumper is not a shad at all, but rather a smaller 
relative of the jack crevalle. They are very thin but have very tough 
skin. They are extremely poor cut bait, but are often used live on 
slide-lines if no better bait is available. They proliferate beneath the 
pier, and can easily be caught in bulk by cast-netting near the pier 
or with sabikis. 


Blue Runner 


The blue runner is a plump fish with soft flesh but a little tougher 
skin. They can be caught with sabikis or bottom multi-drop rigs 
baited with small pieces of mullet or other cut bat. They are superb 
live bait for kingfish, and due to their softness, are best deployed 
whole when used dead. 
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Whiting 


Whiting has both very firm flesh and skin, making it an excellent cut 
bait. These fish, whether cut or live, are also a preferred bait for 
hammerhead sharks. They feed near the bottom in guts between 
sandbars, and can easily be caught with multi-hook bottom drop 
rigs baited with tiny pieces of mullet, shrimp or “fish bites”. Their 
mouths are very small and oriented downward, so | use tiny circle 
hooks for them. 


Sand Trout 


This fish, commonly known elsewhere as the “sand seatrout” or 
“white trout” is a close relative of the spotted seatrout or “speck,” 
but is not considered a “game” fish in Texas. Unlike their popular 
gamefish cousins, they voraciously feed closer to the bottom, and 
are often caught on the same rigs targeting whiting. They have soft 
skin and flesh and are best deployed whole. They can be effective 
on slide-lines as well if no other baits are available. 
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Croaker 


Croaker are bottom-feeding relatives of drum and are so-named 
due to the vocalizations they make when stressed. They have tough 
skin and firm flesh. As cut bait, they are hit less than whiting, but 
live croaker deployed near the bottom are a preferred bait for 
redfish. 


Pin Perch 


Along with the hard-head catfish, the pin-perch is one of the most 
despised bait-stealers on the Texas coast. They feed near the 
bottom in schools like piranhas, and when they swarm, can strip 
every hook of bait in seconds. They have tough skin and sharp 
dorsal spines and make poor cut bait, but are more effective live. 
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These (as well as the “piggies” below) can be caught in bulk with 
cast nets, traps or bottom drop rigs. 


Piggies 


These schooling shimmering purplish fish (so-named due to their 
pig-like vocalizations) are often confused with pin perch. However, 
they are a far more preferred bait, as they are more tender and 
lacking in particularly sharp spines. They are best used live, but 


larger ones can be good cut bait for redfish and some sharks if used 
fresh. 


Herring 


- 


2 Se 

“Greenies” (threadfin herring) and other larger sardine-like fish are 
one of the better live baits for kingfish on slide-lines. They 
sometimes school under the pier and are easily caught with cast- 
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nets or sabikis. They tend not to live long in a bait bucket, so are 
best used as quickly as possible. 


Rays 
Rays are one of the baits preferred by shark fishermen who target 
sharks larger than 7 feet. It is evident that sharks do in fact eat 
numerous stingrays, as | have taken sharks with nearly a dozen 
stingray barbs embedded in their jaws. Rays are relatives of sharks 
and like them, have some of the thickest and toughest skin of all 
fish. Therefore, this bait can be left deployed for days. 


Left: southern stingray, right: cownose ray 


However, sharks do appear to prefer some kinds of stingrays over 
others. The most commonly caught rays (such as the southern 
stingray) are often ignored, while meaty cownose or soft butterflies 
may be picked up more quickly. Large rays are typically used as cut 
bait, but smaller rays may deployed whole, live or dead on heavy 
bottom rigs or even free-lined. 
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Other Baits 
Many shark fishermen on Bob Hall used sheepshead, black drum, 
pampano and jack crevalle as cut or whole dead bait. However, the 
first 2 have bag and length limits, and all of them are excellent 
human table fare (I’m a huge fan of lightly-seared jack crevalle!) So, 
| preferred to eat these, perhaps using only the heads for bait. 


Rigging Cut Bait 
| exclusively use circle hooks for cut bait. For a circle hook to do its 
job, the point must be fully exposed and able to encapsulate the 
target fish’s jaw. Therefore, rather than hooking the bait through its 
center, it is better to hook it near one side, but in such a way that it 
will hold firmly (such as by going through the top of the head, a gill 
plate, under a fin, or through two planes of skin). 


Rigging Whole Dead Bait 
Because Texas has banned the use of J hooks for shark fishing, | 
now also use circle hooks for whole bait as well, with the hook 
running into the mouth and either up through the head or sideways 
through a gill plate. 
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However, because some states may still allow J hooks, | will cover a 
technique for rigging whole baits that | formerly used. This 
technique is best used with a steel cable leader, since the target fish 
will be biting down on the leader. It requires 2 simple tools: a stiff 
spike to make pilot holes in the bait (such as a sharpened tent stake 
or a shish-kabob skewer) and a long stiff but flexible rigging 
“needle,” which can be made from a 2 —- 3 foot length of 
straightened coat hanger, with one end bent and wrapped into a 
round pulling handle, and the other bent into a small hook. It is also 
possible to buy a rigging needle that accomplishes both tasks, but | 
never saw a need to buy one. 


The process consists of piercing the bait fish with the spike, feeding 
the needle through the channel(s) formed, catching the loop or 
swivel of the steel leader with the needle hook, and then pulling the 
leader all the way through the fish. Finally, the leader and/or J hook 
can be firmly secured to the bait by piercing the fish in one or two 
more spots and securing it to the leader or hook eye with small zip 
ties or short lengths of fishing line. 


The hook could also be oriented downward by running the leader 
through the anal opening. However, smaller bait-stealers often 
quickly penetrate the belly area, which will result in the hook and 
leader coming loose. 
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Rigging Live Bait for Slide-lines 

This is is fairly simple process, consisting of piercing one leg of each 
treble hook through the dorsal side of the bait fish so that it hangs 
level. For many baits, this can be done by hooking just forward and 
rear-ward of the dorsal fin, but for longer baits like mullet or 
skipjack, the hooks may need to be farther apart. To keep the bait 
active and lively, the hooks should not be deeply inserted, pierce 
the spine, or be too near the tail. This process should be done as 
quickly as possible, since the bait will be out of the water until it can 
be slid down the anchor line. 


12+ inch “horse” mullet rigged for slide-lining. These large mullet 
have tough skin, and the hooks do not need to penetrate deeply. 
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Target species 


Bull Reds 

“Bull” redfish are actually more likely to be females if they are over 
35 inches. They are an excellent introduction to big game pier 
fishing. While they can make powerful initial runs and will be 
challenging to land due to their weight, they will tire quickly. They 
can be easily caught with spinning reels and cut bait of many 
species cast into the “guts” or troughs between sandbars, even 
fairly close to shore. They also will hit live bait of many species: 
mullet, croaker, perch, etc. In Texas, only one redfish over 28 inches 
may be kept per year, or two with the purchase of a cheap “bonus” 
tag. 
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Kingfish 


The kingfish, also known as king mackerel, is the primary target for 


slide-liners in south Texas. These fast visual predators are most 
often caught during the hottest times of the year on clear incoming 
tides. They can be caught on a wide variety of live bait, but seem to 
have a particular taste for white mullet, blue runner, greenies, 
menhaden and skipjack. 
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Their teeth are very sharp and capable of severing both lines and 
fingers. Due to both their excellent vision and sharp teeth, these are 
the only fish for which | continue to use thin steel leaders. 


Kingfish often put up a very strong fight, at times being more 
difficult to land that sharks of much larger size as they will often 
make numerous long lightning-fast runs. It is important to wear 
them down as much as possible before attempting to land them, as 
a powerful run near the pier can entangle other fishermen’s lines or 
result in a cut line on a piling. They are best landed with rope gaffs 
or large drop nets. 


In Texas, kingfish have a bag limit of 3 per day and a length 
minimum of 27 inches. 


Sharks 


Be S Atlantic sharpnose WJ - 


Sand tiger 


< ' ies \ —_ 
Bonnethead 
Bignose 


Two good shark species for the beginner to target are the Atlantic 
Sharpnose and Bonnethead, since they are rarely encountered in 
lengths much beyond 3 ft, have a minimum length limit of 24 inches 
in Texas, and can be easily caught with small cast cut bait and 
spinning reels. The sharpnose is readily identified by the white spots 
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on its upper body, and the bonnethead by its rounded 


hammerhead-like crest. 


The sharpnose (above) has a particular affinity for medium-size 
cubes of mullet and whiting and is often one of the first sharks 
caught in the year, as it prefers cooler water. 


The — bonnet-head 
resembles a small 
hammerhead, and 
prefers shrimp and 
squid. Very small 
specimens are 
often caught on 
drop rigs intended 
for catching bait. 


A nice bonnethead 
shark for dinner! 


74 


The blacktip shark is one of the primary targets of shark fishermen 
in south Texas going for keepers, as they are abundant, meaty and 
have a smaller length limit than all of the other large sharks. They 
will hit a wide variety of fresh cut bait, but have a particular taste 
for fresh skipjack. They can make powerful runs, but will often tire 
quickly. This shark is very similar in appearance to the spinner, but it 
is very important to learn to tell the difference, as spinners have a 
much longer keeper length limit in Texas (64 inches vs. 24 inches). 


| Blacktip 


* Spinner 
While both the spinner shark and blacktip can have black-tipped 
fins, the spinner is distinguished from the blacktip by its shape 
(often sleeker and more torpedo-like), reddish skin color and 
presence of a black marking on its rear anal fin. The blacktip is much 
beefier, especially near the head, more grey in color, and actually 
often has far less prominent black markings on its fins. The spinner 
shark is so-named due to its proclivity for spectacular spinning 
jumps out of the water. Spinners can hit live or dead bait at many 
depths, but have a preference for live bait near the surface. They 
are a particular nuisance to slide-liners targeting kingfish. Large 
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spinner sharks can put up a much stronger fight than blacktips of 
similar size, since they may not tire as quickly and will try to throw 
the hook with their spinning jumps. 


Hammerheads (scalloped, great and smooth) were one of the most 
commonly caught large sharks (6+ feet in length) on Bob Hall Pier, 
especially in April. They will hit both live and cut bait, with a 
particular preference for fresh or live whiting and mullet. They can 
put up very challenging fights due to their size, weight and power 
and can be difficult to land. As rope gaffs will be fatal to them, and 
it can be difficult to gauge their length in the water, we landed 
almost all of our hammerheads by pulling up the leader in 
conjunction with ropes. In Texas, hammerhead sharks must be at 
least 99 inches (8’3”) in length to retain. 


Hammerhead caught and released by the author in April 2018 


Other shark species that may be caught in near-shore waters of 
south Texas that can be retained include the finetooth, bull and 
tiger with a minimum allowable length of 64 inches. I’ve also hooled 
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many large duskies and silkies, but these may not be kept 
regardless of length. Texas has a bag limit of ONE shark per day, 
regardless of species, so whenever | get a big keeper shark, the day 
is over. 


Incidental Species 
Cobia (also known as ling) and tarpon were on rare occasions 
caught on slide-lines on the pier. Much more commonly caught 
were large stingrays, jack crevalle and gaftop catfish, all of which 
are both fine eating or good for bait. Stingrays and gaftops are 
typically caught on bottom rigs, whereas jacks may hit live or dead 
bait at any depth and will put up quite a fight! 


Left: The author’s largest stingray, caught on a yakked-out fixed 
bottom rig. Right: 2 jack crevalle caught on cast-out bottom rigs 
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Fish on! Art of the Fight 
Fishing for the big ones is all about patience and persistence. 
Especially early in the season, as the water is still cold, it may be 
many days before a bait is even touched. The bait should be left out 
and undisturbed for as long as possible (this could range from 20 
minutes when schools of perch are on the rampage, to several days 
with large whole baits and not much action). 


After hours or even days of waiting, finally that clicker starts to 
sound, its tempo either slowly increases as the rod bends over in 
slow-motion, or SCREAMS as it lurches forward and line peels out! 
Or maybe you hear nothing, but your rod suddenly is no longer bent 
over and the line is going slack as the fish has picked up your bait 
and is now swimming with it straight towards the pier! 


You may be high as a kite on adrenaline, but it is important to 
commit to memory the next sequence of actions to take. First, turn 
the clicker off if using a conventional reel. Next, pick up the rod and 
immediately tighten the drag, but not all the way. Reel just enough 
to take up slack. If you are using circle hooks, do NOT try to set the 
hook. Simply grip the rod firmly, holding it upright, and perhaps 
take a few steps back. As the line tightens, the hook should set 
itself. 


At this point, most fish will make a big, powerful run to deeper 
water. However, on rare occasions, the fish may be swimming 
straight towards the pier. If the line is slack, quickly reel it in. Often, 
once the fish feels tension, it will turn seaward. 


Do not attempt to reel in a large fish immediately, rather focus on 
keeping the rod upright while allowing the fish to run and wear 
itself out. The butt of the rod should rest on a thigh or between 
your legs (or in the cup of a fight belt if you have one). The non- 
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reeling hand should grip the rod firmly above the reel. If it is a 
particularly large fish, both hands may be used to grip the rod 
above the reel. 


Fish rarely run perfectly away from you, and it is very important on 
a crowded pier to keep the line square to the pier and away from 
other people’s lines. Pass your rod around or over other people’s 
rods and lines as needed (loosen the drag before doing this!). It is 
generally considered good etiquette for other fishermen to reel in 
cast baits whenever a large fish is on, and to raise or lower any 
yakked out lines as needed, but not everyone does this. 


At some point, the fish will stop running. Attempt to start turning 
the fish and closing some distance. Use the power from your center 
mass to lean back on the rod, take a few steps backwards, then reel 
in quickly as you walk forward. This process is repeated over and 
over unless the fish begins another run. During runs, just hold onto 
the rod, again, attempting to keep the rod upright and the line 
square with pier. 


As the fish is slowly brought closer to the pier, attempt to identify it 
and roughly gauge its size if possible to begin forming a strategy to 
land it. 


When a Fish Goes Under the Pier 
If at any point the fish swims under the pier, one must act quickly to 
avoid losing it and/or taking out other fishermen’s lines. If the fish is 
exhausted and under 4 ft or so in length, one can lean over the pier 
railing, tighten the drag all the way, and possibly pull it back out. 
However, with larger fish or fish with a lot of fight still in them, this 
may not be possible. In these cases, one must take drastic action: 
making a quick decision to either cut the line or pass the rod under 
the pier. Yes, you read that right! This is possible when the fish has 
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swum out on the other side of the pier, but requires quick action, a 
team effort, and the right tools. 


First, a person must be positioned with a rope gaff (or very long 
pole gaff) on the side of the pier where the fish is. Next, the rod 
must be secured with a rope long enough to both pass under the 
pier and be pulled up on the other side, or with a length of rope 
attached to a basketball-size float. The rod is then dropped into the 
water, and at the same time, the gaffer will lower his gaff into the 
water on the fish side and try to grab the rope attached to the rod. 
If all goes well, the rod can be pulled up from the water on the 
other side of the pier and the fight resumed. Don’t forget to 
thoroughly rinse the reel immediately after! 
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Landing Methods 


Bait fish and fish up to a few pounds or so can simply be swung up 
onto the pier when using heavy rods and strong braid. However, 
larger fish must be hauled up with additional gear or ropes. One 
should never attempt to land large fish by pulling on thin braid 
(which can cut through flesh like a bandsaw) or wrap leaders or 
ropes around the hand (which can also result in deep cuts, 
dislocations, or in the worst case, being pulled off the pier). 


Leader Grabber 
My go-to landing device for most large pier fish is a “leader- 
grabber,” a thick piece of stainless steel hardware manufactured 
specifically for this purpose. | prefer it over other landing methods 
because it is simple, straightforward, and pretty much the only way 
to land a large fish without assistance. 


To use the device, attach a sturdy thick rope to it and slot it over the 
tensioned fishing line after the fish is brought in as close as possible 
to the pier. Often, especially in high wind, the grabber will slip off, 
but moving several feet downwind and placing a little tension on 
the grabber rope will help prevent this. 
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Next, jiggle it down and over the leader swivel and pull up. The 
swivel catches in a constricted channel in the grabber, and the fish 
can then be easily pulled up by the leader (provided the leader line 
and all in-line hardware are strong enough to withstand the weight 
of the thrashing fish). This is a primary reason | use over-sized 
swivels on the rod-ward side of leaders. 


Rope Gaff 

The rope gaff should be considered a lethal landing method and 
only used on fish that have been positively identified and are clearly 
over the minimum length limit (such as kingfish or very large 
sharks). It is a fairly simple tool, consisting of multiple huge (usually) 
unbarbed steel hooks (6 — 12 inches in length or so) and is 
sometimes weighted with a 
metal pipe sleeve over the 
main shank filled = with 
concrete or lead. 


The gaff is simply attached to a 
rope, lowered into the water 
and jerked up, typically behind 
the head of the fish. For the 
largest fish, such as_ the 
stingray on the cover, multiple 
rope gaffs may be required 
with several people pulling on 
the ropes in concert. 


Stainless steel gaff for sale on 
eBay for $35 
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a jack crevalle | caught on a slide-line. Landed with rope gaff 


Rope 
A bare, heavy-duty rope is the simplest and cheapest landing 
method, but can be very challenging to use, particularly if alone or 
in high winds. The rope is simply formed into a noose or lariat 
through which the butt of the rod is passed. The loop of rope is then 
passed down the line and leader and worked down behind a head 
(especially effective on hammerheads) or onto a tail, or at least 
should catch below the spider weight. 


However, at times bait yakkers below will attempt to fix a lowered 
rope around the tail after the shark is pulled part-way up by the 
leader. | had a very terrifying experience doing this once: just as | 
fixed the rope around the tail of a 6+ ft hammerhead, the leader 
broke and the shark fell directly into my kayak, capsizing me under 
the pier with the shark on top of me. Fortunately, the shark was 
dazed from the fight and had no interest in me! 
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Drop Net 

A drop net is a large (3 — 6 ft) wide 

net that is supported by a stiff frame 

(often one or two metal hoops or a 

pvc square). It is lowered by a \ 
connected rope into the water, the / | } 
fish is guided over and into it by / | 
moving the rod, and if all goes well, / 
the fish is pulled up. However, the Bice 
net can be easily torn by sharks and 
kingfish, the fish may jump out, and 
the fish may be so heavy that the net 
and its contents cannot be lifted 
over the railing. | would say that the 


drop net is only particularly useful 
for landing redfish on weak leaders 
and kingfish that are thoroughly exhausted. When fishing alone, a 
drop net with a float like above may be kept fixed to the railing and 
lowered into the water prior to even deploying bait so that the fish 
merely has to be guided into the waiting net. 


Walking Back 
| have never used this landing method on the pier, though it is fairly 
similar to the way that | land large sharks on the beach after yakking 
out bait from there. | have witnessed the process though on a few 
very rare occasions, where tiger or hammerhead sharks were so 
huge that they could not be realistically pulled up onto the pier. 


In these cases, the fishermen attempted to guide the fish onto the 
down-current side of the pier, then walked down the pier all the 
way to the beach while attempting to keep their rod high and line 
so far out that it did not entangle those of other fishermen. 
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Releasing the Fish 


While | enjoy fishing immensely, | do not fish for sport, but rather 
for food and income. Therefore, | keep all fish that | am legally 
allowed to. However, | often hook up to large fish that are either a 
“prohibited” species or not long enough. 


In these cases, it is vital to put the fish under as little stress as 
possible and get it back into the water as quickly as possible. If one 
cares about fish conservation and well-being, then it may better to 
haul the leader up as high as possible and cut it below the spider 
weight rather than try to haul a large fish onto the pier merely to 
take photos. | rarely (if ever) photographed the fish that | caught or 
even took my phone on the pier (I didn’t even own a phone during 
many of my fishing years!). Most of the photos here of my large fish 
were taken by other people and sometimes sent to me or other 
family members later on. 


When corrode-able circle hooks are used (which hook the fish near 
the jaw) the fish has a good chance of survival even if the hook is 
left in (as long as it is quickly released). If a fish is caught that is of 
borderline size, hauling it onto the pier may be necessary. In this 
case, it should be measured and photographed (if desired) as 
rapidly as possible. There should be a brief attempt to remove the 
hook, but if more than a minute or so passes, it may be better to 
simply cut the leader near the hook eye, using tin-snips, nail 
clippers or similar for mono leaders and bolt-cutters for thick steel 
leaders. 


Circle hooks can be removed fairly safely by running a loop of rope 
(or preferably, a steel dehooker or “hook puller”) over the fishing 
line and onto the shank. The fishing line is then firmly pulled back 
towards the fish’s tail by one team mate, while the puller is yanked 
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one or more times in the opposite direction and inwards towards 
the fish’s mouth by another. If the hook is particularly stubborn, a 
stiff knife can sometimes be used to punch a hole below the fish’s 
jaw alongside the shank, thereby allowing the barb to pass more 
easily. 


Long-handled dehooker that can be used to either push or pull on 
the hook 


For non-dangerous fish or fish that are well-worn out from the fight, 
circle hooks can be removed by hand through wiggling, rocking 
backwards and finally pushing or tapping them on through. 


Finally, the fish must be lifted and dropped over the pier railing. For 
small sharks, | simply grab them by the tail and swing them over, 
trying to avoid belly-flopping them if possible (which can damage 
their internal organs). Larger fish may require a team effort, with at 
least one person controlling the powerful tail of a shark, while the 
other lifts it from near (typically just behind) the pectoral fins. 
Again, an attempt should be made to drop the fish headfirst at a 
somewhat diagonal angle if at all possible. 
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Cleaning the Fish 
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Eating a dinner of whole fresh grilled fish at my beach camp. Packery 
Channel South Jetty, 2015 


Because | fish solely for food and income, keeping the fish in 
pristine and edible condition is priority number one. Typically, as 
soon as | land a large shark, the day is over for me, and | 
immediately leave the pier to process it. However, if | am catching 
smaller fish, | put them in a cooler and pour ice over them to be 
cleaned when | am done fishing for the day. 


It is generally a bad idea to process large game fish completely on 
the pier, as this may be illegal or at least raise suspicion, since the 
fish cannot be measured or perhaps even identified. Cleaning fish at 
the same time as fishing is also challenging (especially alone), and | 
therefore put most of my fish in the cooler without cleaning them 
at all. 
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However, sharks should at least be bled out and then gutted prior 
to putting in the cooler, as this will reduce the ammonia-like flavors 
and scents in the meat. Many people cut off the tail while the shark 
is alive, but again, | wouldn’t recommend this both for humane and 
legal reason. Instead, | use a short, stiff, very sharp knife to make 
two deep punctures behind the sharks head and to either side of it, 
which results in a quicker death and plenty of bleeding. 


The simplest way to process sharks is to cut them into steaks (after 
gutting) with a serrated knife, skin and all, since sharks do not have 
hard bones, but rather a minimal cartilage structure along the spine 
and around the gills and head. The skin can be easily cut off these 
steaks later with a very sharp knife if so desired. Be aware though 
that shark skin is extremely tough and like sandpaper, and will 
rapidly dull your cutting implement. 


Bagged shark meat. From left to right: steaks, belly and head 


For most small to medium-sized fish, | simply gut and scale them 
and cook them whole. For larger fish, | do not gut or scale them, but 
fillet them with an extremely sharp knife by making 2 initial cuts 
from just behind the head to the tail on both sides of the dorsal fin. 
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| then work the knife downward and tail-ward from these cuts, 
slicing as close as possible to the ribs and spine. Next, | place the 
fillet skin-side down and carefully cut the skin off in a single piece. 
For redfish, this step can be skipped if one wishes to grill them on 
the “half-shell.” | will often save the heads, or even whole carcasses 
to be boiled into fish stock (after gutting and rinsing). 


Finally, if | am not going to eat the fish within 3 days or so, | 
carefully arrange the whole gutted fish, steaks or fillets in heavy 
freezer bags after rinsing. 
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Supplementing Income through 
Fishing 
Due to the commercial finfish license moratoriums in Texas and 
other states, it is highly unlikely that one will be able to directly 
catch and sell fish for human consumption. | was very fortunate to 
be able to fish under a commercial finfish license for 5 years, which 


allowed me to catch and sell food fish to the fish market that 
owned this extremely expensive and rare license. 


However, there are other ways to make fishing pay for itself: 
* Cleaning and selling shark jaws 
* Catching and selling bait 


¢ Yakking bait for other fishermen (no explanation needed) 


To catch and sell bait fish in Texas, you merely need to go to your 
closest Texas Parks & Wildlife office, fill out a half-page application, 
show your ID, and pay $38 for the Bait Dealer — Individual license. 
In addition to a simple “FISH” sign or authorized decal on your 
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tailgate, this is all you need to legally sell bait to bait stands. You 
show up with your catch and see if they can take it. For loose dead 
whole bait, they will pay based on weight. Bagged finger mullet are 
bought by the bag (12 fish per bag). Live bait fetches a much higher 
price and may be paid for either upfront or on commission as it 
sells. You are also allowed to sell to individuals, but you are 
supposed to submit monthly electronic reports called “Trip Tickets,” 
which is quite tedious (and impossible if you don’t have a 
computer). When you sell to a bait stand, they do all this reporting 
for you. 


Cleaning shark jaws is a simple but time-consuming process. | clean 
mine by first cutting the jaws away from the head, then using a very 
sharp knife to cut away as much attached flesh as possible. After 
that, | soak them in hydrogen peroxide for a week or two, pull/cut 
away any remaining flesh, then dry in an oven propped open on 
very low heat. The jaws will fetch $5 to $50 each or so depending 
on size and species. 
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Conclusion 


“The ocean is beautiful, but it is a terrifying kind of beauty, brooding 
and colossal” 


--Yves Gélinas, solo round-the-world sailor 


“The world, you see, is happier after the terror of the storm” 


--Black Elk 


As | said many years ago in Subsistence, to truly master living off 
the land (or sea) one must love it and live for it. The key to success 
lies not chiefly in one’s gear, but in observation, determination, 
persistence, patience, courage and love for the sea in all of its 
moods. The creatures of the sea are beautiful and majestic. | have 
immense respect for them. | fish not for fun or entertainment, but 
for food and for life. | fish to lose myself in the blue beauty of the 
ocean in its silence and the roar of the wind and the waves in its 
fury. 


Profound pain pushed me to sea 
Its power filled my mind with wonder 
When the ocean was calm as glass under a cloudless sky 
My kayak sailed through the heavens 
When | faced the fury of the waves 


My worldly worries faded into the face of the deep 


--Nathan Martinez 
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